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[0:00:02.6]

TRANSCRIPTION

TW:

Today is Friday, April 22nd, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing Gary Egbert, Manager for
the Computer Labs on the USU [Utah State University] Logan Campus. This is another oral
history interview for the COVID (coronavirus disease) Collection Project. Good morning, Mr.
Egbert.

GE:

Good morning.

TW:

So, Gary, let’s start by you telling us when you started your career at USU and what were the
various positions you served in during your USU career?

GE:

Well, it started off while I was a student here at Utah State University. I worked for the library in
their Information Technology Department. And I used to run the system that did cataloging and
everything and helped maintain that system along with Lee Harris, who used to work here at the
library at that time. And then, after that, I graduated from Utah State University.

TW:

What year was that?
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GE:

Eighty-eight, 1988. And then, I went to work for, now the department is Information Technology,
and a manager for the computer labs at that time. So, I’ve worked here in this position for over 30
years.

TW:

So, what exactly is the scope of responsibilities and duties assigned to the manager for the
computer labs at USU?

GE:

It’s a variety, from staffing the facilities with student staff and right now I have 65 student staff.

[0:02:02.9]
I’ve had as many as probably 90 student staff over the years at one time. I rotate those out, as you
know, they graduate and move on. So, I had the student body president ask me how many
students I’ve employed over the years and I said, it’s reaching around 3,000 over my career here
at Utah State University. And it’s been a privilege to have those individuals on my staff and see
them grow and develop. And that’s the one main benefit of my position, is watching them grow
and learn and become productive individuals from the university. So, I also maintain the
computer systems for the labs, hardware, software on the systems, I research the hardware and
software to be able to put on those systems and needs of the students and faculty and staff. That’s
big collecting those needs of the university and meeting those needs for their educational purpose
along those lines. My other jobs range from management systems that manage the systems that
manage like, JAMF (Java Apple Management Framework) and ghosting of the systems and
reimaging the systems along with-in my position I’ve taken on the responsibility for digital
signage. I manage the digital signage system here on campus, throughout campus, along with the
JAMF system, management system, which is state wide for the university.
[0:04:12.60]
TW:

And so, what exactly is the purpose of the computer labs? Why does USU offer computer labs?

GE:

Our goal and objective is to provide high-end current technology for the students to accomplish
their academic objectives here at the university.

TW:

And how many different computer labs are there that you manage on the USU Logan Campus?

GE:

I manage 7 out of the 11 open access computer facilities here on campus.

TW:

And could you name some of the different locations of the seven that you manage?

GE:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative] We have-three of those are located here in the library, where we’re doing
the interview, then the Taggart Student Center, we have Family Life, Ag Science, and the
University Reserve.

TW:

And in the typical year, and we’re talking pre-COVID time-

GE:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative]

TW:

…what was the usage like for these computer labs on an academic calendar year?

GE:

They were pretty full prior to COVID, even overflowing most of the time. Especially, once you
hit midterms and finals, people were on a waiting list getting into the facilities.

[0:06:04.4]
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TW:

But it’s obviously in the thousands, annually?

GE:

Oh, yes.

TW:

Yeah.

GE:

Yeah.

TW:

So, if we were to zoom to March of 2020, even earlier, news out of China of a virus that had left
the Chinese borders and had actually migrated to other countries and soon became the pandemic
and had reached the United States, there was discussion about what impact that would have at
Utah State University and I’m curious. First of all, what were your first discussions with either
Eric Hawley, the Chief Information Officer, or other stakeholders on campus, about how that may
affect the computer labs in your operation here on the Logan Campus.

GE:

It was pretty interesting because Eric walked into my office one day and he goes, we’re going to a
meeting. And I go, okay. We’re going to visit the president, President Cockett. And so, we come
over here in the library, 154. And there was more than just President Cockett in the room but
she’s the one that started asking me questions. And some of the things that she was asking me is,
what’s your cleaning procedures at this time? What hours of operation? What cleaning supplies
and stuff do you have? Do you have hand sanitizer? And my answer was yes, yes, yes, yes, and
yes. Yes, we do have cleaning procedures where we would clean in the mornings and in the
evenings.

[0:08:03.0]
She goes, could you clean after each use of a computer? And I says, we will, President. And we
have and we will maintain that from now on, is cleaning after each use. I identified that I did have
hand sanitizer. I was only one of a few here on campus that had an abundant supply of hand
sanitizer and I offered that up to those in the room too because I had gallons and gallons of that.
But in the meantime, after-well, we’ll go into that later. But that’s kind of how it started. And the
direction that the President did want and she kind of insisted that we maintain the facilities, keep
them open for those students that don’t have a computer system and needed the facilities. So, we
kept all of them open to accommodate the needs of the student body. And also, to keep the
students funded, the staff funded and employed during this time.
TW:

So, soon after the March 13th meeting that I know President Cockett had with what turned out to
be the COVID Task Force Team, and had high level discussions, the decision was made to move
classes to remote only for the remainder of Spring semester of 2020. A lot of students that lived
on campus decided to move out and move home and complete the rest of the semester from their
homes, wherever they may be, in Utah and elsewhere.

[0:10:02.5]
How did that effect the use of the computer labs? And in addition, Gary, did you have to remove
some work stations for social distancing? Did you have to put some new signage up based on
some new practices that were put in place due to the COVID pandemic in that Spring semester of
2020?
GE:

Yes. We did social distancing where we marked off every other station. So, that give a six-foot
distance between individuals. And so that took down about, between a third to two-thirds of the
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station were out of use for the COVID social distancing. We did put up signage and we kept that
signage up to date according to Utah State University and the CDC [Center for Disease Control]
recommendations. We put things on the floor to kind of do-the way they should travel within the
facilities to keep social distancing down to a minimum. We did have like I said, hand sanitizer out
for everyone. We put Clorox wipes out so the students can use and clean if they felt they needed
to prior to using a device. We used Aerosol to knock down any germs that we could. We did, for
the staff, we did have the plexiglass for the staff along with requiring like, I said the masks and
everything.
[0:12:10.6]
And one thing that was really nice, going through this whole event, we did not have one
occurrence or instance that was reported out of the computer labs.
TW:

So, what was the staffing levels like the second half of Spring semester? I know, for instance, that
the library actually shut down the lower level and the second, third, and fourth floors and just
maintained the first floor being opened. Many of the staff were sent home but what did the
computer lab do? How was it staffed as far as the number of folks? And what were the hours of
operation during the second half of that Spring semester?

GE:

Staffing, a few of them went home. So, the staffing was decreased a little bit, not too much
though. Most of my staff did stick around for the reminder part of the semester and the year after
that. The lab hours, they varied. They did decrease. We honored, since we’re on the first floor, as
you mentioned, of the library, we did honor the hours of the library. And we kind of matched
those throughout the rest of the labs too, to make sure that the students had enough hours, open
hours, for their use.

TW:

So, you survived the Spring 2020 semester and I know it was a very quiet summer. Did you keep
the computer labs open during the summer of 2020?

[0:14:00.4]
GE:

Yes. We’ve kept them-we’ve never closed any of the computer labs the whole time. They’ve
always been open for the students and their needs of the students there. Just, you know, like I
said, some hours were decreased a little bit. The usage, of course, went, you know, really
downhill because everybody went home like you said. But there was a few that stuck around and
I’m glad we did leave the facilities open for those that needed the facilities.

TW:

So, preparing for the academic year of 2020-2021, the decision was made in June that the
students would return to campus in the Fall semester of 2020. What kinds of preparations and
messaging and signage and other things did the computer labs that you manage prepare for the
return of the students?

GE:

At that point and time, like I said, we followed the guidance of the university and I visit with
them and the COVID team that the President put together quite often and talked to them about
where we should be, what should we be doing, planning for the semester to open. And that was,
leaving of the plexiglass, masks, the mask mandates as the guidance there. The cleaning, like I
said, we kept the cleaning as is. We clean after every use. We really haven’t changed much,
except for what’s been changing with the University guidelines. And we’ve kind of kept a few
things, which helps out with other cold and flu type things which is really good in the facilities.
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[0:16:07.5]
TW:

Was there any special training that you prepared and gave the student workers as they returned to
campus in the fall in preparation for the fall?

GE:

Some of the special training we did, and that is really ongoing COVID training, is cleaning,
protecting themselves. You know, that’s one of my worries was putting them out there, the staff
out there, and just protecting them along with the students, doing the best we can. And thank
Heavens it turned out pretty good.

TW:

So, during this time, I know the university started allocating additional funds through the various
CARES (The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security) Acts and/or reserves that the
university had on hand. Did the computer labs receive any funding for supporting or
supplementing the existing budget you had in preparation or because of, and in response to, the
COVID pandemic at USU?

GE:

Some funding that we received was for the staff. You know, if they got COVID, they were asked
to stay home. And so, there was some funding there to compensate them. It was kind of
interesting, the Spring semester, I would have about two-thirds of my staff come down with
COVID. Starting in the fall of 2021, we had about a third of the staff that come down with
COVID.

[0:18:07.7]
So, that funding really helped them meet their financial needs along those lines. We also received
supplies from facilities the Quat spray to clean, the paper towels, those type-and the hand
sanitizer, which helped out tremendously with our budget. We did start-Todd Hugie, from the
library and I, we went after some funding. We did not receive it but we moved ahead with putting
the webcams in our group rooms that allows us to walk in and do Zoom without a computer.
They walk in, turn it on and off there in their Zoom session. So, the library and I funded those
camera systems in all the facilities.
TW:

So, I know in year two of the academic-of the pandemic in the second year of the academic
calendar, so 2021-2022, a lot of the mask mandates were lessened, vaccines were more available,
I know that even some of the restrictions that the university and the COVID Stabilization
Committee have put in place had lessened. How did that affect the computer labs? Or did it effect
the computer labs in the second academic year, which is 2021-2022?

[0:20:01.8]
GE:

It really didn’t affect us much. Like I said, we kept the same procedures and policies that we had.
Just following the University guidelines of mask mandates and everything else. Yeah, really, we
haven’t changed much at all. The usage is coming back. The students are starting to come back. I
call it the COVID coma. But they’re starting to associate with each other, come back to the
facilities, the library, and associate with each other. Which is what they should doing here on
campus.

TW:

So, do you still have the cleaning protocols? Did you put the computers that you removed back
into their places and removed the social distancing requirements? What kind of signage in the
second year was up?
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GE:

Yes. We did remove the social distancing. Put all the equipment back in and activated for the
students. Signage and stuff, we just followed the guidelines of the university on the signage. We
did take the floor decals off and took down the plexiglass. It helped out with communications
with the individuals.

TW:

So, if you were to compare and contrast the first full academic year of Fall 2020-Spring 2021,
with the second academic year of Fall 2021-Spring 2022, what were the experiences managing
the lab that you feel were the most impactful?

[0:22:00.7]
GE:

Very challenging. Staff moral was a big one. Keeping them motivated during that time because a
lot of them had a lot of anxiety. I did have a few that opted not to work until it’s opened back up.
Training, we tried training on Zoom but with as many staff as I have, that was kind of
complicated. So, we went back to in-person training even though we went social distancing
training. So, we went in smaller groups, separated apart and all that. Communication amongst
each other, I feel that was a big hit with COVID is communicating with each other. Not being
able to do that as much in person and I think that was big impact on my staff, my team, and with
the students here at the university.

TW:

I have to ask, I’ve asked others too, but how would you gauge the mental health of you, your
staff, and your student workers during this time? You’ve touched on it a little bit but two years is
a long time to endure. What was the mental health and the stress levels? You’ve talked about it a
little bit, but do you want to talk a little bit more?

GE:

Yeah. It was something unique. Like, all of us have lived through now, unprecedented. That like I
said, I called it the COVID coma.

[0:24:00.5]
I think everybody was in their own little shell and they’re starting to open that shell back up a
little bit and coming out of their shell. Like I said, the anxiety, the stress, you seen that kind of
lifted a little bit. I think it’s going to take years. I do believe it’s going to take years before we’re
completely, hopefully, out of this COVID coma, I call it.
TW:

So, Gary, I’m curious. You know, definitely this has been a very impactful experience for the
world to live through. But we’ve had to change a lot of our polices and operations in the library
and some of these changes, you mentioned Zoom as a tool for meeting, that are going to be
permanent change that we could link directly to a response from the COVID restrictions that were
put in play. But then we found that we actually enjoyed using the tool and it gave us more
flexibility and it allowed us to be more inclusive with others. What, if any, of the changes due to
COVID that the computer labs, and you as the Manager of the computer labs, do you see as
permanent change?

GE:

I agree. Supportives and students are going to be doing that forever now. You know, and I think
it’s great. If they need to meet with their professor through a Zoom session, they just come in to
one of the group rooms, turn it on, they’re right there with their professor. Or they need to discuss
with another group either on campus or off campus, and around the world. That’s what those
facilities are for and that’s one thing that come out of COVID right there.
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[0:26:05.0]
Another thing that come out was our printing. In printing during COVID, our software supplier
come out with a new procedure that they can release their print jobs from their phone. So, they
don’t have to go up and touch another monitor to release their print jobs. They can go up, scan a
QR (quick response) code, select their print job, and it prints for them. So, non-touch printing is a
capability at the university now. And those are just a couple of things that have changed and will
remain from here on out.
TW:

So, as a USU Manager for the computer labs, what are the biggest lessons learned that you take
away from the pandemic?

GE:

Personal interaction and communication are critical to the needs of the students for physically and
mentally, for their educational needs.

TW:

And then, is there anything else you’d like to add to you or your teams’ experiences with COVID
at Utah State University?

GE:

I don’t think so. But I’d like to say thank you and I appreciate you letting me do the interview
here and-

TW:

Well, I’d like to thank you for participating in the project. This is a very important perspective to
have and record. And I think what you said here really does show the, not only the impact, but
how USU had the response that kept the trains on the track.

[0:28:10.8]
Although, like you said, there were definitely some, and will be some long-term impacts. So, Mr.
Egbert, I would like to thank you for your time this morning discussing your teams’ experiences
with the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.
[End recording – 0:28:27.1]

USU COVID-19 2022: GARY EGBERT

7

